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Introduction
What is land justice? How does it relate to food justice and thus serve as a framework for
critical agri-food activism and scholarship? And how might it translate as a critical lens in
different countries and in different languages? In May 2018, eight agri-food scholars from the
United States (US) and France working in geography, urban planning, and agri-food studies, met
in Portland, Oregon, to grapple with these and other questions. In the US, food justice is both an
academic framework and a social movement used to identify and struggle against inequities in
the food system, while in France, food justice is only just emerging as such. More specifically,
the concept of land justice highlights the inequitable access to land, especially by Indigenous
people who have been dispossessed of their traditional territory, and by others experiencing
marginalization around the intersection of race, class, gender, and other identities. With a few
exceptions (Orozco et al. 2018; Safransky 2018; Williams and Holt-Gíménez 2017), however,
land justice is often associated with struggles in the so-called ‘global South’ and is not
particularly widespread in either US or French scholarship and activism.
During our time together in 2018, we shared works-in-progress, met with activists and
practitioners at peri-urban and urban agriculture sites, and convened a public symposium in an
effort to advance land justice as a framework.1 In the two years since, we have continued our
conversation via email and multiple drafts of this article, a discussion and review piece in which
we employ a bi-national, comparative approach to reflect on food and land justice scholarship in
the US and France and outline a scholarly agenda. A US-French comparison provides fertile
ground for reflection, given the similarities and differences between the two countries. In both,
there are significant food and land injustices experienced along racial, class and other
intersectional lines. But they differ in how material inequalities manifest, the extent to which
these issues are acknowledged, and in terms of the policies and social movements that have
emerged in response.

1

Our tour included visits to a farmland incubator on the urban/rural fringe, a community garden
cultivated mainly by immigrants and refugees, an urban gardening anarchist collective, and a restaurant
with a rooftop garden. The symposium featured two keynote speakers: Dr. Michelle Daigle
(Mushkegowuk Cree) who gave a talk called “Resurging Indigenous Geographies through Land-Based
Practices,” and Eric Holt-Gimenez, former director of the organization Food First, who spoke about the
racist history of US agriculture and shared highlights from the edited volume Land Justice (Williams and
Holt-Giménez 2017). We also invited a panel of practitioners to discuss the challenges and practices of
land access in Portland from their diverse perspectives.

1

Given the focus of land justice on access to the land base critical to food cultivation and
provisioning, we see value and power in foregrounding the concept in agri-food scholarship and
food justice activism in the North. It is important to note that while the language has changed
over the years, concern over land tenure and ownership has a long history in Indigenous and
Black activism and scholarship (e.g. Dunbar-Ortiz, 2007; Gilbert et al. 2002; Nembhard, 2014;
White 2018), as well as in economic, environmental, and religious social ethics discourse from
across the world. We attempt here to connect to that history even as we focus primarily on
contemporary land justice issues. We begin our discussion by situating land justice within the
wider body of scholarship and activism on food justice. We then briefly make the case for a USFrance comparison, before synthesizing our shared reflections on land justice as it relates to three
areas of scholarship: access to land for cultivation; urban agriculture; and food provisioning
beyond the farm and garden. We selected these three themes, first and foremost, because they are
the topics we research. But they also are growing focal areas for social movements in both the
US and France, and are thus critical spaces in which land justice holds particular salience as a
framework. In each section, we identify similarities and contrasts between the US and France,
particularly as they relate to each country’s history of colonialism, ongoing race-and class-based
disparities, the dominance of the corporate food regime, and the role of government and social
movements in fostering food and land justice, then offer potential directions for future research.
We conclude the article with a discussion of what we learned through this bi-national exchange,
and by offering future directions for comparative land justice scholarship.

Land justice: Building on food justice as a social movement and analytical framework

Land justice, like food justice, frames struggles of resistance and liberation around access
to and engagement with land (Daigle 2017; Penniman 2018; Simpson 2018; White 2018;
Williams and Holt-Giménez 2017). Both are grounded within a broader context of social, racial,
and environmental justice struggles spurred by structural inequities, and thus offer an
opportunity to connect food to a variety of intersecting social and racial justice issues, from
housing and gentrification to reparations (Reese 2019; Safransky 2014, 2018; White 2018). Since
the early 2000s, activists and scholars alike have invoked food justice as a rallying cry to critique
both the corporate food regime (Friedmann 2005) and the tendency of the ‘alternative food
2

movement’, when challenging the industrial agri-food system, to ignore social inequities
(Agyeman and Alkon 2011; Born and Purcell 2006; Sbicca 2019). Generally nested within the
broader fields of critical food studies and agrarian studies, the food justice lens focuses attention
on inequities at play in the sphere of production (Minkoff-Zern and Sloatt 2016; Sbicca 2019),
such as labor conditions and access to land and other resources, as well as those manifest in the
sphere of consumption, such as uneven access to healthy food (Heynen at al. 2012) or the elitism
of local food (Guthman 2018). Recent work underscoring inequities in food service (Coplen
2018; Jayaraman 2013; Sbicca 2015) draws much needed attention to the spheres of food
distribution, processing, and preparation. Food justice scholars have called for a clearer focus on
intersectional social inequities and, more particularly, on dismantling colonialism, classism,
racism, white privilege, and white dominance within the movement itself (Bradley and Herrera
2016; Slocum et al. 2016). While much of the food justice scholarship has been situated in the
US, French scholars have recently begun to flesh out a more robust food justice research agenda
(Hochedez and Le Gall 2016; Paddeu 2015).
Food justice scholarship has also called attention to inequities in land access and to their
historical and sociopolitical underpinnings. Cadieux and Slocum (2015) identify land as one of
four key nodes around which food justice organizing occurs. While the concept of land justice is
often associated with peasants’ struggles for accessing land in the global ‘South’ -- for example,
the movement for food sovereignty articulated by La Via Campesina (Williams and HoltGimenez 2017) -- the concept of land justice also has salience in both the US and France, and in
other countries in the ‘North’. As Carlisle (2014) argues, agri-food scholars must disavow
singular, overly romantic characterizations of agriculture and, instead, be sensitive to the
histories of genocide, dispossession, slavery, and oppression that have shaped spaces of food
production, an attention that others have argued need to figure more prominently in how we
understand the establishment of settler nations (Hixson 2013; Pulido 2018) and urban space
(Safransky 2018), more generally. In the North American context, part of understanding this is to
grasp the extent to which settler colonialism, racial capitalism, and white supremacy all depend
on the othering and erasure of Black, Brown, and Indigenous lives and lifeways (Bonds and
Inwood 2016; McKittrick 2011; Pulido 2017) in rural and urban areas alike (Dorries et al. 2019;
Hugill 2017; McClintock 2018; Porter et al 2020; Safransky 2018; Simpson and Bagelman
2018). As postcolonial scholars and others have shown, considering these intersecting dynamics
3

is as also necessary in France and other European nations as it is in the US. Indeed, even if
France or Britain or the Netherlands are not settler nations, their interrelated colonial histories –
“the intimacies of four continents” (Lowe 2015) – nevertheless continue to shape social relations
today in their streets, parks, homes, and workplaces (Darly and McClintock 2017; Hancock
2017; Stoler 2011).
A land justice lens not only pushes us to engage with the ways in which racialized
exploitation was foundational to US and French agricultural development, but also to attend to
the contemporary challenges facing small-scale and peasant farmers -- as well as marginalized
urban residents who are involved in food production and provisioning -- in accessing and/or
owning land in settler colonial and postcolonial settings.
In contrast to the narrower, often apolitical focus on food security (Jarosz 2014) and the
‘local trap’ characteristic of many local food initiatives (Born and Purcell 2006), food and land
justice work privileges analysis of the political-economic dimensions of control over food and
the resources needed for its production or procurement. But like food justice work more
generally, land justice takes seriously the intersectionality of class, race/ethnicity, gender, and
other forms of difference, acknowledging and centering historical, collective social trauma, as
well as efforts to undo these inequalities. As Safransky (2018, p. 500) observes,

Political-economic frameworks alone do not give us the tools to capture the powerful
feelings of historical loss and injustice associated with urban land struggles, nor do they
capture the consciousness, aspirations, and claims of resistance movements on their own
terms. In other words, when twenty-first-century movements talk about urban land, they
are often not just talking about capital and class but also about race and colonialism.

Land justice calls to rethink land as a commons (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 2011) are therefore
not only challenges to the hegemony of corporate food and capitalist property regimes, but also
contestations of historical and contemporary structures of white supremacy. We thus imagine
land justice, like food justice, as both a radical political goal for activists and a critical analytical
framework for agri-food scholarship.

The case for comparing the United States and France
4

The US and France are useful cases to compare. They are both nation-states in the socalled ‘global North’, which offers and much needed complement to the important research on
agrarian land justice struggles in the ‘global South.’ Despite their status as wealthy countries,
major racial and social inequities among residents persist in both countries, including inequitable
access to land for food cultivation. The US and France today both have racially diverse
populations, and intersectional race- and class-based disparities exist in each, inequities that can
in many ways be traced to the structures of racial capitalism upon which both nations were
founded (Melamed 2015; Robinson 2000). In both countries, ongoing struggles by scholars and
activities and community leaders for racial justice are met with strong resistance from politicians,
intellectuals, and organized groups (Onishi 2021).
Both nations accumulated much of their wealth and power through colonial expansion
and agriculture played a central role therein. The founding of the US as a nation-state and its
subsequent rise as a global power was grounded in two interlinked ‘racial projects’ (Omi and
Winant 2014): the theft of Indigenous land and the theft of African bodies and labor. Chattel
slavery and the plantation agriculture it supported generated much of the nation’s wealth, fueling
capitalist accumulation well beyond the boundaries of the Southern states (Mann 2001; Baptist
2016). Smallholder agriculture, as well, often relied on the labor of the enslaved (Dunaway
2003). Agriculture and the 19th century ideology of Manifest Destiny were inseparable, as the
federal government encouraged the westward expansion of a Jeffersonian yeomanry, alongside
the genocide and dispossession of diverse Indigenous nations (Hixson 2013). After
emancipation, the legacy of slavery endured through Jim Crow sharecropping and the
dispossession of Black farmers from their land (Wood and Gilbert 2000). There has been no
formal reconciliation process to address either of these two major thefts, and US agriculture
continues to depend on the exploitation of migrant labor on stolen land (Minkoff-Zern and Sloat
2016).
France’s economic development and transformation into a world power was similarly a
function of its colonial projects, which extended literally around the globe, from the Caribbean to
Québec, Algeria to West and Central Africa, Madagascar to Indochina and Polynesia (Césaire
2001; Fanon 2004; Stoler 2011). France’s capital accumulation was not only dependent on
resource extraction, plantation cropping, and mercantile trade in its colonies, but also on slave
5

labor (Cooper 2007; Poulin 1992), a history that the country’s imaginary of liberté, égalité,
fraternité (liberty, equality, brotherhood) tends to elide. Indeed, slavery was abolished in
France’s colonies in 1848, only fifteen years before Lincoln signed the Emancipation
Proclamation. As in the US, variants of racialized exploitation of colonial agricultural labor
continued well into the 20th century (Robert 1996). Even today, the French Republic comprises
overseas départements and territories located in the Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific Oceans, which
are home to nearly three million French citizens, many of whom continue to serve as agricultural
producers of export products such as sugar, bananas, and rum for French and European markets
(Blogowski 2017). These territories are burdened with higher rates of unemployment and
poverty, and face relatively greater vulnerability to climate change than does the French
métropôle (Ferdinand 2018).
The US and France today share a highly privatized, capitalist system of land ownership
and tenure (as compared to countries in the global South where more communal land ownership
and usufruct access rights persist). As in other ‘post-industrial’ nations, only a small percentage
of the US and French populations are currently engaged in farming, a dramatic decrease from
only a century ago. Large multinational firms dominate the food systems of both countries,
controlling large portions of the market, from seed production (e.g. Bayer in the US, following
its acquisition of Monsanto in 2018, and Groupe Limagrain in France) to food distribution (e.g.
Walmart in the US and Carrefour in France) (Howard 2016). Farmland financialization -- the
purchase of agricultural land by large investment firms -- is on the rise, especially in the US
(Gunnoe 2014, Horst, 2019), compounding a suite of existing challenges, including high land
costs and farmland loss, and creating additional barriers for many small-scale farmers. These
challenges are rendered more acute by race- and class-based inequities that can be traced to
historical structures of exploitation discussed above. France offers more government intervention
and a more robust social safety net, so the problems of class inequities are not quite as acute as in
the U.S., but many similarities exist.
Taken together, the similarities between the two countries provide useful grounds for
comparing ways in which the concept of land justice might be operationalized in the global
North. While the above points to some similarities, there are also major differences between the
two nations, in terms of basics like area (France is smaller in area than the state of Texas),
population (The U.S. has more than five times the population of France), economic power, and
6

built and natural environment. While both nations have an orientation towards economic growth,
they also have differences in terms of the nature of relationships between state, market, and civil
society, and the various social movements that have worked to redefine them. For example,
France has a larger state, including the proportion of total workforce working for the state, the
amount the state pays for goods and services as a portion of the GDP, and the size of the welfare
state (Prasad, 2005). The US is seen as having a more robust civil society, while France has been
called a “civic desert” (Saurugger, 2007).
As we argue in the remainder of this article, there is much to be gained from such
international comparisons, as they can lead not only to a deeper understanding of each country’s
individual contexts, norms and values, but can also highlight blind spots in each country’s
research. This is important, not only in order to strengthen and hone our analyses, but also to
foster self-reflexive practice, vital for critical agri-food scholarship. Another key value of crossnational research is the identification of patterns to work towards theorization (Hantrais, 2008).
In the next sections, we examine land injustices in three thematic areas: access to land for
cultivation, urban agriculture, and non-agricultural forms of food provisioning. Within each of
these areas, we utilize a land justice lens to describe key inequities, including their historical and
structural causes in the US and France.

Struggling to access land for food production in the US and France
In both countries, significant disparities exist among who owns, accesses, and has rights
to agricultural land. In the US, white, non-Hispanic people own the vast majority of farmland and
generate the vast majority of agriculture-related wealth (97% and 98% respectively).2 People of
color and women tend to own much smaller farms and generate less income from farming, while
Hispanic people comprise around 80% of farm laborers. Native Americans, meanwhile, retain
ownership of only about 55 to 66 million acres of land (only some of that useful for food
cultivation), a mere fraction (less than 3%) of the original 2.3 billion acres they once stewarded
(Indian Land Tenure Foundation 2009).
These inequities stem from a long history of colonial and racist agricultural land policy
(Horst and Marion 2019). The theft of Indigenous land was integral to the granting of land by the

2

We use the term Hispanic here, as opposed to Latinx, given that US Census data is collected using this category.
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U.S. government to white settlers and the subsequent expansion of Western style agriculture
(Dunbar-Ortiz 2014).3 At the same time, states like California and Oregon enacted
discriminatory laws which prohibited various people of color, including Black and Asian people,
from owning land (Walker 2004). Black farmers were also denied the reparations promised with
the abolition of slavery (Reynolds 2002). In addition, the US Department of Agriculture (USDA)
has systematically discriminated against Black, Native American, Latinx, and women farmers in
its lending and other forms of support for decades. Even years after the USDA settled several
Civil Rights lawsuits about this discrimination, farmers of color are still underrepresented in the
USDA’s county committees, which are responsible for assisting farmers with loan and credit
programs, and suffer from a lack of information and support (Hannah-Jones 2019; Minkoff-Zern
and Sloatt 2016; Orozco et al. 2018). The long push since the New Deal towards the
consolidation, industrialization and corporatization of US agriculture (Horst and Marion 2019)
has further exacerbated these inequities in farmland access. The institutionalization of
commodity price supports, for example, has benefited large-scale agribusiness, but done little for
small-scale farmers, including farmers of color, immigrant farmers, and female farmers (Daniel
2013; Reynolds 2002). It is very difficult for beginning farmers – and even more so for those
who face additional systemic barriers described previously – without access to inherited land and
significant capital to obtain farmland and thrive in farming in the US.
In France, the government does not collect statistical data on ethnicity or race, and the
law in fact makes it difficult to do so. The lack of data not only means a more limited
understanding of racial discrimination compared to the US but also may be a limitation for future
policy discussions, e.g. around reparations. Nevertheless, inequities exist. During the first half of
the 20th century, migrants fleeing postwar economic crises in neighboring countries could only
access the least productive land or land in the most remote areas of France. More recently,
farmworkers from Southern and Eastern Europe, North Africa, and the former French colonies
have only been able to access under-the-table, temporary jobs as farm laborers. Those who have
been able to acquire farmland often feel denigrated and marginalized by local (white) farmers
(Lascaux 2019). Romani farmers, in particular, are hindered by local landowners, farmers and

3

Married white women could also receive homestead claims..
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public institutions when trying to acquire farmland (Aragau et al., forthcoming; Loiseau 2019).4
At the same time, since the middle of the 20th century, the state has implemented various
policies to attract wealthier farmers from Northern Europe; the majority of French farmland
acquired by foreigners (85% in 2004, for example) goes to citizens of the United Kingdom,
Ireland, the Netherlands, and Belgium.5
There are other intersectional inequities when it comes to access to land, securing tenure,
and decision-making, as well. Farmers who do not come from agricultural families (roughly onethird of all new farmers), those from outside the region, and those whose production practices
differ from the dominant agriculture of the region, all face exclusion (van der Ploeg et al. 2015).
New livestock farmers and market gardeners, for example, struggle to find land in areas where
farmland is controlled by the wine industry. As a result, they struggle to find land and secure a
loan and become economically viable (Baysse-Lainé 2018; Hasnaoui-Amri 2018; Perrin and
Nougarèdes, forthcoming). The devaluation of women’s work on French farms has led to female
rural migration and the loss of female family members’ power in management decisions, even
when they own the land (Bessière 2010; Maruani and Meron 2012). As in the US, many young
and beginning farmers are hindered by the high cost of land, a lack of start-up capital, and
limited access to information on leasing and buying land; many are unable to turn a profit
(Baysse-Lainé 2018).
In both the US and France social movements have made some headway in struggles for
land justice, but few examples exist of government interventions supporting this end. In the US,
Indigenous communities have fought the theft of their land since colonization began and
continue to organize to protect or regain access to their historic lands for food cultivation
purposes (Dunbar-Ortiz 2014; Simpson 2017). Black-led farm organizations in the US have also
been a consistent voice for land justice, from the abolition movement to organizing to protect
Black-owned land, to supporting Black farmer cooperatives and calling for reparations from the
federal government for slavery (e.g. Black Urban Growers, National Black Food and Justice
Alliance; see Penniman 2018; White 2018). But there has been no significant policy response to
return land to Native Americans or to Black descendants of those who were enslaved as a form

4

The historically nomadic Romani (or Roma) are a minority living throughout Europe. In France, this
population is referred to as gens du voyage (“travelling people” or “travellers”).
5
http://www.terresdeurope.net/agriculteurs-europeens-france.asp
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of reparations. Nor has there been movement towards significant land reform to enable access by
low-income producers. While the USDA does fund programs aimed at supporting minority,
beginning, and local-serving farmers,6 these initiatives are miniscule relative to the support
funneled toward the corporate food regime in the form of subsidies and other favorable policies,
and investment in agribusiness-oriented research and development (DeLonge et al, 2016; Orozco
et al. 2018).
There are some signs that food producers suffering from differing land injustices are
working more in solidarity. A diverse coalition including representatives from racial justice
activists and organizations representing small-scale, predominantly white farmers recently
released a detailed agenda for land reform in their vision for a Green New Deal (Figueroa and
Penniman 2020). It remains to be seen whether these ideas gain social and political traction to
counter systemic inequities and trends towards corporatization and industrialization.
Compared to the US, access to farmland in France is much more regulated by the state.
SAFER is a semi-public body run by agricultural trade-unions and local governments in order to
control agricultural land ownership. 7 It has the right of first purchase of any tract of farmland
that goes on the market, with the goal of reselling it to another farmer and protecting it from
development. The right to lease agricultural land is also regulated. Land prices and tenure are
also controlled via the fermage, a default lease arrangement that is long-term and secure (BaysseLainé and Perrin 2018). These complementary policy tools have mediated every land transaction
since the 1960s, which helps to explain why farmland has remained cheaper (to buy or lease) in
France than in the rest of Western Europe, and why farmland has been dominated by mid-size
family farms. Over the past 20 years, however, land access in France has become more difficult,
particularly as land speculation has become rampant in periurban settings as holding companies
and developers buy up farmland.
Beginning farmers, and those interested in alternative farming practices, are further
impacted, as they are rarely selected by SAFER to receive land (Sencébé 2012). These small6

For example, the USDA Minority and Women Farmers and Ranchers program:
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/farm-loan-programs/minority-and-women-farmers-andranchers/index
7
SAFER stands for Société d’aménagement foncier et d’établissement rural, which translates as Land
Use and Rural Settlement Corporation. It has been criticized for being dominated by the Federation
national des syndicats d'exploitants agricoles (the National Federation of Farmers’ Unions), a trade union
focused on large-scale and export-oriented agribusiness.
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scale, agroecologically oriented farmers (most of whom do not come from farming backgrounds)
have instead received support from non-governmental groups such as Terre de Liens, a national
organization that facilitates access to agricultural land by coordinating a land trust and serving as
a non-profit property owner. Over the past ten years it has purchased or facilitated transfer of
5,000 hectares of land on 200 farms. Another alternative stakeholder is the Confédération
Paysanne, a minority farmers’ union affiliated with La Via Campesina. Upholding the belief that
‘three small farms are better than one larger one,’ the group circulates information on land
availability and implements local programs to train beginning farmers with small-scale projects
to access land (Giorgis and Pech 2017). Like in the US, it remains to be seen whether such
organizations can counter the larger powers enforcing inequity.

Possible directions for research on land access

Social movements pushing for land justice are growing in both countries. Scholars might
support this work by contributing to a deeper analysis of how aspiring and beginning farmers in
rural (as well as urban) areas differentially experience inequities, given the intersectionality of
identities (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic class). Scholars in both countries might
also conduct interviews and case studies on the difficulties experienced by farmers without
secure land tenure: transhumant pastoralists, apiculturists, aspiring farmers-in-training, seasonal
farm workers, or so-called ‘nomadic farmers’ (Soulard 2014). Such research should incorporate
structural analyses of ethno-racism and capitalism, and draw clearer connections between
agriculture and (settler) colonialism, racial capitalism, and patriarchy. In the US, for example,
more intersectional analysis is needed on Native American food production and provisioning
efforts, including efforts to retain and regain access to their historical lands. In France, more
work is needed on understanding the experiences related to land justice among members of
Romani communities, immigrants, and migrant agricultural workers (Aragau et al.,
forthcoming). Attention to French colonialism would be an opportunity for reconsidering the
right to the land of Black and Indigenous people in overseas départements and territories such as
New Caledonia, La Réunion, French Guiana, Guadeloupe, and Martinique (Palisse and Davy
2018), while also fostering a relational understanding of the experience of migrants and
immigrants from France’s former colonies. In addition, more historical work is needed to clarify
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and better theorize the connections between French colonial agriculture and racial capitalist
economic development of metropolitan France, perhaps by bringing a vast body of excellent
empirical studies (see, among others, Filipovich 2001; Moitt 2001) into conversation with more
theoretical work in political ecology, agrarian studies, decolonial ecology, postcolonial and
Black diaspora studies (Ferdinand 2019; King 2019; Poulin 1992; Stoler 2011). The same
suggestion holds true for work on US states/territories in the Pacific and Caribbean (Hawai’i,
Guam, Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico, and the US Virgin
Islands). Additionally, in both countries, more work is needed to identify which government
interventions -- or other non-state models -- might effectively counter and thoughtfully weight
justice concerns in a way that would garner sufficient public support.

Urban agriculture in New York and Paris

Land justice is also a relevant lens to apply to urban agriculture (i.e., urban gardening,
farming, or livestock husbandry). Scholars and practitioners alike argue that urban agriculture is
not only a strategy for increasing local access to healthy food, but also hold potential social
justice and environmental benefits (Horst et al. 2017). There is a fast-growing body of critical
urban agriculture scholarship in the US (e.g., McClintock 2018; Reese 2019; Reynolds 2015;
Safransky 2018; Sbicca 2019; White 2018), much of which centers questions of food justice.
Research on urban agriculture in France (and Europe, more broadly), on the other hand, has
tended to be more descriptive than critical, though this is beginning to change (Darly and
McClintock 2017; Hochedez and Le Gall, 2016; McClintock and Soulard 2018; Paddeu 2016;
Tornaghi and Certomà 2019). In both countries, land justice as an analytical framework remains
little-developed in urban agriculture scholarship (see Safransky 2018, for an exception). Land
access and tenure are nevertheless prominent barriers to the continuation and expansion of urban
agriculture, particularly among economically and/or socially marginalized communities.
Recent trends in each country’s biggest cities – New York City and Paris – offer insights
into the connections between urban agriculture and issues of food and land justice. Both New
York and Paris have long histories of food production. In New York, this history spans the 19th
century market-oriented truck farms and dairies, World War I and II-era government sponsored
‘Victory Gardens’, the establishment of community gardens on vacant lots in the 1970s, and
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1980s to the subsequent decline in support for city farming and gardening as real estate values
rose (Lawson 2005; Hayden-Smith 2007; Reynolds and Cohen 2016). In Paris, 19th century
market gardens and dairies gave way in the early 20th century to worker gardens (jardins
ouvriers), and family allotment gardens (jardins familiaux) after World War II. During the 1970s
and 1980s, allotment gardens, impacted by intense urban development, nearly disappeared from
the Parisian inner core, but remained an important asset of the working class in the surrounding,
left-leaning municipalities. New forms of urban agriculture appeared in the late 1990s with the
development of community gardening and ‘social farming’ (i.e., community-oriented or
community-supported commercial farms) (Freidberg 2009; Weber 1998).
More recently, both New York and Paris have experienced a resurgence in urban
agriculture, with a diversity of actors, forms and purpose. In the US, urban agriculture
practitioners include individuals and households, community-based and non-profit organizations,
schools, churches, and for-profit/entrepreneurial actors. They use a range of practices, from
rooftop gardening and animal husbandry (e.g. chickens, bees) to traditional community gardens,
market gardens, and communal orchards and “food forests.” Community-based and nonprofit
organizations rarely have their own land, and often lease or informally occupy vacant public
land, school, parks, lands donated by churches, and vacant or under-utilized commercial or
industrial land (McClintock 2014). In New York City, two recent studies identified over 1,500
community and school gardens, nearly 900 of which produce food (Altman et al. 2014; Cohen et
al. 2012). A longstanding challenge for many of these gardens and farms has been insecure land
tenure (Reynolds and Cohen 2016). Numerous scholars and activists have argued that permanent
land protection is critical for urban agriculture to play a role in food and land justice, yet, as of
this writing, local legislators in New York have not passed significant policy to address that core
issue (Held 2018).
Another concern relates to the question of who benefits from urban agricultural projects.
While many urban agriculture projects in the US have been led by people of color, particularly
those focusing improving food access and self-determination in low income communities and
communities of color, it is more often than not a growing cadre of white, middle-class urban
agriculturalists tend to be recognized as ‘new urban farmers’ or new ‘innovators’; this
disproportionate attention ignores the efforts of low-income urban agriculturalists and farmers of
color, and also perpetuates material disparities (Reynolds 2015). In New York City, for example,
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white-led organizations have had greater access to land, funding, and access to policymakers
than those led by people of color (ibid). This has exacerbated a third challenge in the US, which
is urban agriculture’s enmeshment with another land justice concern: gentrification (Horst et al.
2017). In New York and other major US cities, urban agriculture, like other ‘green amenities’,
contributes to rising property values and subsequently to the displacement of lower income
renters and people of color -- the very communities that justice-oriented urban agriculture groups
may be intending to serve.
Scholars have noted similar inequities in France, showing, for instance, how new forms
of collective gardens emerge in gentrified neighborhoods while ignoring the role of working
class dwellers in their past and present history (Adam and Mestdagh, 2019). In Paris, for
example, the lack of permanent land tenure for gardeners undermines low-income gardeners’
efforts to maintain a place not only for leisure and social activities, but also for food provisioning
(Pourias et al. 2016). In response to the recent rise of spontaneous collective gardens on vacant
urban lots and brownfields, the City of Paris (and many surrounding municipalities) granted legal
status to the gardens via the Main Verte program, which provides land access and technical
assistance to gardeners, but only if gardeners agree to a temporary tenancy agreement valid only
until the lots are needed for urban development (Demailly and Darly 2017). This model stands in
stark contrast to the historical worker gardens and family allotment gardens, which were rooted
in the political idea that those who grow food should have secure and permanent access to land
(Weber 1998).
Alongside collective gardening, there has been a swift rise in high-tech, for-profit,
commercial urban agriculture in both cities over the past five to eight years (Reynolds and Darly
2018). These projects, which include photogenic, indoor hydroponic systems and rooftop
greenhouses, are flourishing as policy changes supportive of urban agriculture are taking place at
the municipal and national levels. For example, the 2018 US Farm Bill included the creation of
an Office of Urban Agriculture and Innovative Production (Agricultural Improvement Act of
2018) to support urban agriculture practices, including rooftop farms, “high-tech vertical
technology farms,” and other types of emerging food production practices (Reynolds 2019). 8

8

H.R. 2 - 115th Congress: The Agricultural Improvement Act (2018). United States Congress; Section
7212. Urban, indoor, and other emerging agricultural production research, education, and extension
initiative. Retrieved from: https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/115/hr2/text
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This evolution may be welcome in the minds of many practitioners and advocates who
have long demanded that policymakers and the wider public take urban agriculture seriously, as
both a legitimate use of city land and a legitimate form of agriculture (see Smit et. al. 1996).
However, the fact that policy is emerging just as commercial and high-tech urban agriculture is
on the rise underscores the need for policymakers to understand, irrespective of form, the role
that white privilege and/or neoliberalism play in governance of urban agriculture and land use,
and how this relates to questions of social justice, including access to land. For example, the
high-tech commercial urban agriculture sector in New York City and Paris tends to be led
primarily by white people, and narratives surrounding the expansion of such activities often
emphasize their purported “win-win” contribution to both urban food security and profit-making
potential (Reynolds and Darly 2018). In France, highly-skilled, white entrepreneurs, who have
been successful in attracting investors and accumulating assets, are advocating to be formally
recognized by the state as “professionals” and are shifting policy discussions to focus more on
commercial production. At the same time, recent proposals in New York City for municipallevel policy changes pertaining to urban agriculture have led to tense debate during public
hearings, as representatives from community-based urban agriculture groups voice their concern
that low-income communities and communities of color have been overlooked in the
formulation of policy proposals they claimed prioritized newer forms of commercial urban
agriculture (ibid). While subsequent proposals have taken a broader view of urban agriculture
and its potential contribution to justice-oriented issues, including increasing access to healthy
food and economic opportunities in lower-income communities, a land justice frame can guide
deeper questions about which voices are represented, and which issues are given priority, in
urban agriculture policy formulation and resulting access to land and other resources.

Possible directions for research on urban agriculture

These views of urban agriculture in New York and Paris suggest that insecure land
tenure, structural inequities, entanglement with gentrification, and the rising prominence of hightech urban agriculture all challenge urban agriculture’s potential contributions to food and land
justice. They also point to potential future research directions that might center land justice
within urban agriculture scholarship. In both contexts, land use planning pertaining to urban
15

agriculture is one among a host of evolving policy issues. Given the place of high-tech urban
agriculture in the development of commercial urban agriculture in both the US and French
contexts, scholars might illuminate the opportunities and constraints that exist for members of
historically marginalized communities to benefit from, and lead, this new sector. Scholars can
also reflect on the divide between not-for-profit and commercial urban agriculture in
policymaking, land access, and opportunities for workers. Another angle of research includes
articulating coherent agricultural and land use policies at city, regional, state, and national scales
in order to achieve a more equitable food system.

Urban food provisioning beyond the farm and garden

In addition to agricultural and horticultural production, a range of other types of food
provisioning exist in rural, suburban and urban settings, including hunting, fishing, trapping,
foraging, growing edibles on vacant land, scavenging, gleaning, dumpster diving, and even
stealing from major food retailers. Just as agri-food scholars should be wary of conflating “local”
with “just” (Born and Purcell 2006), we should be wary of reducing food production and
provisioning to rural farming and urban agriculture. The relative absence of such provisioning
activities in critical agri-food scholarship may relate to the way scholars and practitioners
describe the food system in terms of various nodes: production, processing, distribution, retail,
consumption, and waste. In characterizing a food system in such a way, ‘production’ conjures up
visions of cultivation, sowing, and harvest, and to a lesser extent, livestock husbandry.9 If we
embrace food and land justice as objects of struggle and a banner under which to organize and as
a scholarly lens of analysis, however, it is important to also consider food provisioning that
occurs beyond the farm or garden. And just as access to land impacts people’s ability to cultivate
food in the field, land justice is a central concern for many of these non-agricultural forms of
food provisioning.

Though we use ‘production’ in the broader Marxian sense employed in agrarian political
economy -- that is, the production of exchange value through labor -- these activities are often
ignored because they lie largely outside of monetary exchange and are externalized as forms of
social reproduction.
9
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A large body of literature on Indigenous foodways, on the other hand, has emerged in
anthropology, Indigenous studies, and political ecology (Hoover 2017, Norgaard 2020;), some of
which draws on the food justice and food sovereignty frames widely used by critical agri-food
scholars (Daigle 2017). The food justice literature itself, however, has rarely engaged with urban
provisioning of this sort, even as it has focused largely on unequal and racialized access to
healthy food (Agyeman and Alkon 2011; Reynolds and Cohen 2016; Horst et al. 2017; Sbicca
2018). A growing body of research on foraging and scavenging has tackled issues such as food
(in)security (Synk et al. 2017; McLain et al. 2017) and food safety (von Hoffen and Säumel
2014), but rarely through a food justice lens; French scholars, we find, have paid little attention
to diverse food provisioning practices in cites, with a recent exception of Paddeu (2019)’s study
of informal practices of “food collecting” of both edible biological resources and food waste in
urban, suburban, and peri-urban contexts in France.
There are therefore numerous reasons, from a land justice perspective, to look beyond the
farm and garden to diverse “patterns of gathering” (Shackleton et al. 2017). First, nonagricultural, non-capitalist forms of food provisioning are central to Indigenous food sovereignty
and resurgence in North America (Daigle 2017; Simpson 2017; Simpson and Bagelman 2018).
As such, understanding them is critical to the study and pursuit of food and land justice. Food
provisioning is important to other marginalized groups, as well. For example, recent migrants in
peri-urban areas often depend more on the harvest of wild natural resources than do longtime
residents who can invest more in urban agriculture and private spaces where they have
established networks and rights of access (McLain et al. 2017; Poe et al. 2014). Environmental
contamination -- and regulatory efforts to protect the public from such contamination -- thus
disproportionately impact these groups (Goodling 2019).
At a more fundamental level, these non-agricultural forms of provisioning run up against
the capitalist property regimes that mediate access to urban land. Provisioning practices in cities
have been threatened not only as a result of the physical expansion of the built environment and
the concomitant destruction of the ecologies that hunters, fisherfolk, foragers, and others depend
on for food, but also due to the regulation and enforcement of private property rights. Individual
property rights translate materially as deeds and leases, fences, security guards, and regular
patrols, and as changes in landscape design (Blomley 2004; Hurley et al. 2015). Foraging and
other forms of provisioning, on the other hand, has long been associated with common property
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regimes (Svizzero 2016) which are scarce in the (post)colonial and capitalist world – especially
in cities in the ‘global North’ – where they are threatened by privatization and other forms of
enclosure. Many provisioning practices were rendered illegal in cities via municipal regulations
based on modernist and hygienist notions of progress that discursively framed some of these
practices both as ‘rural’ and ‘backwards’, and thus unacceptable land uses in urban area, a
history that they share with urban livestock husbandry and other forms of urban agriculture
(Brinkley and Vitiello 2014).10 As these practices were excluded from urban spaces and
reimagined -- and regulated -- as ‘rural’, they became less and less common and eventually
viewed purely as recreational activities or hobbies, despite their potential contribution to urban
diets and foodways.
In the US and other settler societies, the advent and imposition of private property
regimes on land that was once managed collectively led to the destruction of Indigenous food
systems, and continues to create important barriers to the resurgence of traditional food
provisioning practices such as hunting, fishing, and gathering for Indigenous people and settlers
alike (Coulthard 2014; Mihesuah and Hoover 2019; Simpson and Bagelman 2018). In concert
with the genocide and removal of Indigenous tribes from their territory onto reservations, the
imposition of a cadastral grid system onto the land allowed for its division into individual parcels
or allotments that could be distributed to white, mostly male settlers (Shoemaker 2003) to
‘improve’ through agriculture. This “racial regime of property” (Bhandar 2019) served not only
as the prerequisite enclosure of the commons necessary for capitalist accumulation, but also to
enshrine white supremacy via land and property relations, both discursively and materially
(Blomely 2004; Pulido 2017; Pulido 2018).
The often racialized reconfiguration of space via urbanization -- and capitalism, more
broadly -- forces food gatherers of all racial and ethnic backgrounds to be more adaptive,
innovative, and knowledgeable about alternative sites, species, and uses. Practices such as
foraging, gathering, and hunting/trapping, have the potential to challenge hegemonic notions of
property rights and enclosure. Food provisioners often are quite creative in circumventing and
resisting ownership patterns, land tenure, and land management strategies that create barriers to
their practices (McClintock et al, 2020; Paddeu 2019). For Indigenous scholars, such strategies

10

Urban agriculture and urban livestock has slowly been able to cast off these distinction, but it has not been
without considerable contestation .
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are not only examples of resistance to the imposition of settler colonial legal and property
regimes, but respect and strengthen the multiple, nested sovereignties mediating Indigenous
relationships to food, land, and community (Coulthard 2014; Daigle 2017; Simpson 2017). These
diverse practices reveal insights about land and space, food policies, management practices, and
the transformation of space and place within the context of racial capitalism (Bledsoe et el 2019).
Like urban agriculture, urban foraging and scavenging can both challenge and support
structural racism and class inequalities, underscoring the need to bring a critical food and land
justice lens to their practice and study. Foragers and scavengers who gather edible weeds or
divert flows of food waste may actually reproduce power relations rather than dismantling
hierarchies of power and privilege. For example, a member of a hip, local non-profit
organization that collects unsold organic food in Paris, acknowledged in a recent interview that
the organization’s efforts have actually reduced food gathering opportunities for independent
gleaners, who are now suddenly left with “empty” dumpsters.11 Such examples thus reiterate the
importance of concerns raised by critical food scholars around inequities, color-blindness, and
class distinctions in urban agriculture and other alternative food movements.

Possible directions for research on urban foraging and other forms of provisioning

As McClintock (2018) notes, we should remain vigilant that scholarship on white, EuroAmerican practices of cultivation (i.e., land-based agriculture) does not contribute to the erasure
of non-white epistemologies and practices. Scholars can address the lack of attention in US and
French scholarship to diverse forms of food provisioning through substantive engagement at
several levels. First, acknowledging historical trauma (for example, the repression of Native
American foodways) and undoing persistent race, gender, religious, citizenship, and class
inequities are fundamental to reclaiming a right to collect wild food (Paddeu 2019). Scholars
might also examine foraging, gathering, and hunting/trapping as “pericapitalistic practices”, both
inside and outside of capitalism (Tsing 2015). Relatedly, scholars might reflect on how “patterns
of gathering” (Shackleton et al. 2017) are impacted by privatization and loss of the commons as
well as through neighborhood changes of socio-demographics, values and landscapes. How
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provisioning practices and their reconfigurations articulate with larger rural and urban placebased dynamics, such as governance and property regimes, is also a critical area for examination.
As emphasized in other sections of this article, scholars should also reflect on how different
gatherers are affected unequally, due to longstanding inequities and systems of oppression.
Uneven systems of power may pave the way to unexpected and fundamentally ambivalent
alliances through “latent commons” within the “ruins of capitalism” (Tsing 2015), as evidenced
by a long history of Black and Indigenous commons emerging in these spaces (Bledsoe et al
2019). Tracing the genealogy and geographies of such commoning practices is certain to
generate new insights.

Conclusion: What is lost in translation and what is gained via comparison and exchange?

In this paper, we have synthesized highlights of existing scholarship on three areas at the
intersection of land and food justice both outside and within cities: agricultural land access,
urban agriculture, and diverse forms of provisioning. By comparing and contrasting the US and
France, we gained insights that can contribute to the ongoing theorization of land justice.
Rethinking access to land in the city and beyond demands thinking beyond basic issues of land
availability and engagement in deeper-reaching political debates over race, class, space, and
justice. Understanding property relations, and confronting the longstanding inequities and
systems of oppression that imposed these relations is also key (Safransky 2018). By honing our
perspectives and clarifying our conception of land justice this way, scholarship can better
contribute to intellectual debates, but also to the tactical levers of action -- both in formal policy
spheres and social movements -- needed to realize a more just food system.
Our review synthesizes some of the many ideas and perspectives we shared during our
week together and in our exchanges since then. This has not always been straightforward, as
some things simply do not translate. Indeed, from the beginning, we even had a hard time
coming up with a good French translation for the concept ‘land justice’. The most obvious
parallel, justice foncière, seemed to miss something essential, as it evokes a narrow, juridical
focus on land tenure, while the English term, particularly for US scholars and activists, resonates
with historical connections to racial and environmental justice struggles (Safransky 2018).
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Despite this early definitional challenge, our bi-national comparison has proven fruitful,
as it has revealed several key differences, as well as points of overlap, in food and land justice
scholarship and activism in the US and France. Of particular note, there are similarities when it
comes to the role that agriculture played in the colonial histories of the US and France. In both
countries today, marginalized farmers and food cultivators lack affordable and secure land
tenure, whereas governmental (and quasi-governmental) involvement in the agricultural land
market and attempts by civil society to address land access barriers differ markedly. In France,
the government plays a stronger role and has perhaps enhanced access compared to the US, but
many similar inequities exist. When it comes to urban agriculture, there appear to be more
similarities than differences, as scholars and activists in both France and the US share concerns
over insecure land tenure and who benefits, as well as over urban agriculture’s entanglement in
gentrification and increasing attention to high-tech, commercial production. In terms of food
provisioning beyond the farm and garden, the US and France are nearly identical in the lack of
scholarly attention paid to practices such as gleaning, foraging, gathering, hunting, and fishing in
cities, but stand to learn from a rich scholarship on common property regimes and Indigenous
foodways.
Perhaps the most important difference we found relates to the degree of scholarly
attention to race and how it mediates access to land. From the US perspective, current
approaches to land justice tend to be explicit in their attentiveness to racial inequities, whereas
French approaches tend to focus around fairer allocation of land sales and leasing. As we note
above, this is due, in part, to the fact that racial statistics are not collected in France. The
resulting lack of data, along with the dominant cultural imaginary of a liberal democracy that is
colorblind, allows whites, in particular, to remain blind to and even deny racial disparities. While
such denial is also widespread in the US in mainstream public discourse, critical agri-food
scholars tend to grapple with race more than their French counterparts do. However, the global
protests following George Floyd’s murder seem to be spurring important conversations and
reckoning in France (Onishi 2020).
Something else that became apparent through our US-France comparison of food and
land justice activism and scholarship is that few scholars articulate a clear definition of justice in
their work, nor do they share a common justice framework. Furthermore, critical food scholars
have not consistently unpacked the varying concepts of distributional justice (including
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corrective justice) and procedural justice (including recognition and participatory forms of
justice). Another problem is that there often is an assumption of Western theories of justice, and
an erasure or ignorance of, for example, Black and Indigenous theories of justice and rights to
land, and of decolonial studies (Pellow 2017; Reynolds 2020). This ultimately may have
implications for what land justice ‘looks like’ in practice: from the US perspective, land justice
tends to be employed more as a corrective addressing a broader historical context, whereas from
the French perspective, it tends to focus more narrowly on fairer allocation of land on the market.
Our comparison also allowed us to begin delineating future directions for critical agri-food
scholarship for each of the three themes addressed above. Rather than restating these, we
emphasize a key point of synthesis: intersectional considerations around race and class must
figure centrally and incorporate a more relational analysis of (settler) colonialism and its legacies
and persistent logics and practices.
While our focus in this paper was on the US and France, our approach and insights can be
expanded into an integrated international comparative research agenda. Many of the questions
and points discussed here also pertain to other areas of the so-called ‘global North’. We
encourage future researchers to take forward our comparison and add their own perspectives,
furthering the analytical meaning of the comparative exercise. For example, Indigenous-led food
sovereignty efforts in Canada and Australia can be points of reflection for similar efforts in the
US (Daigle 2017, Porter et al. 2020). There are also long histories of urban gardening on
allotment gardens in Germany and Austria, among other countries (Lorbek and Martensen 2015;
Tornaghi and Certomà 2018) that may offer US and French practitioners ideas of how to better
address the need for permanent land access while German and Austrian scholars might reflect on
whether such interventions are actually fostering more equitable land access across racial and
socioeconomic divides. Similarly, work on "quiet sustainability" practices beyond the farm and
garden that have been studied in Eastern Europe (e.g., Smith and Jehlička 2013), may provide
insights for US and French scholars, who have tended to ignore such diverse forms of
provisioning.
We recognize a number of limitations to our discussion. Our hope is that by
acknowledging them, we might flag them as additional areas for future discussion and research.
First, we focused on two countries that may not be places where the best examples of food and
land justice movements and analysis are flourishing. Second, we focused on issues on the US
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and French mainlands, and aside from calling for a relational approach to incorporating their
overseas (colonized) territories, did not discuss them in detail. Third, we focused on aspects of
farmland access, urban agriculture, and non-agricultural provisioning, but did not give attention
to other aspects of the food system, such as labor, distribution, and consumption. Nor did we
give deep attention to how other aspects of governance, such as labor laws and social safety nets,
interact with land justice. Our choice in this paper was to build on our existing collective
expertise, but examining other aspects of the food system would certainly shed additional light
on food and land justice struggles. A final limitation stems from our own positionalities as
mainly white, European or European-descended scholars. We have advocated here for embracing
land justice as a useful analytical and organizing frame for shared and intersectional struggle
against all systems of oppression. We recognize, however, that some Indigenous and racialized
scholars, for example, may take issue with this broad umbrella approach, and argue instead for a
narrower focus on specific issues of importance to Indigenous, Black, and Brown communities.
We also acknowledge some further tensions in witting about justice. On the one hand, we feel
compelled to use our positions of relative privilege and authority to expand scholarly attention,
particularly to our fellow white scholars, to systemic injustices. We have intentionally cited
Black and Indigenous scholars, as one way to bring in more lived experience to the analysis. On
the other hand, we grapple with two unresolved questions: First, how can white scholars and
activists go about doing land and food justice work without doing more harm than good? Second,
how can white scholars and activists leverage our privileges in the space of food and land
justice? Regarding the latte, we wonder if that might mean, in addition to or instead of
publishing ourselves, moving aside and giving up space and resources to those who have most
directly been impacted by our oppressive systems. We raise these questions here knowing we are
not solving them, but as important points of reflection for future contributors to this ongoing
discussion.
Despite these shortcomings, we feel land justice is particularly salient at this moment in
history. In the US, the average age of farmers is nearing 60 years old and a significant transfer of
ownership of farmland is underway, representing a threat of a ramp-up of corporate land takeover, further consolidation of white land ownership, and/or a window of opportunity to increase
more equitable land access. As we revise this article in late 2020 and early 2021, the US and
France, with the rest of the world, are scrambling to respond to the global COVID-19 pandemic.
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At the same time, millions worldwide have taken to the streets to decry anti-Black police
violence and white supremacy, more broadly. White supremacists continue to exert their
privileges, from the takeover of the US Capitol in January 2021 to backlash from French
intellectuals to calls for attention to the ongoing impacts of colonialism and to the engagement of
critical race theory (Onishi 2021). The pandemic and its associated economic impacts, as well as
the backlash against the mobilization for Black lives, may exacerbate many of the issues of land
justice we have explored in this paper. At the same time, new opportunities are arising from the
current historical conjuncture. Interest in local food systems, urban gardening, and selfprovisioning is surging. Land justice activists are advocating that land justice-focused strategies
should be part of economic stimulus and recovery interventions. We are hopeful that our
discussion here might contribute to thinking how land justice can be foregrounded in both the
immediate and longer term.
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